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its application. A principle which is destroyed by its appli-
cation becomes a hoax, and time cannot transform a hoax
into a principle of legitimacy capable of guaranteeing
peace and order. The inverted democracy of the Constitu-
tion of the Year VIII could not have become a legitimate
government, even if it had lasted for centuries, because in
practice it denied the principle of popular sovereignty,
which it declared to be the foundation of the state. The
same can be said of the modern totalitarian states* They
are inverted democracies, founded more or less on the
model provided by the 18 Brumaire. They may last for
centuries, but they can never become legitimate.
To sum up, a principle of legitimacy is always partial,
limited, disputable, and reversible, yet must always be
sincere. When it is transformed into a hoax, it can never
legalize the government, which becomes simply an instru-
ment of coercion. That is what the passage quoted from
the Mdmoires would have revealed, if mankind had known
how to read and understand it. Through these reflections,
during the dreadful winter of 1813-1814, Talleyrand was
able to uncover the roots of the great panic that was terror-
izing the Continent. Europe was afraid because, ever since
1789, the number of illegitimate governments, the "usurpa-
tions," had been steadily increasing. The evil had begun in
France with the fall of the monarchy in 1792. The Conven-
tion government which had followed it had not been
legitimate because the new principle of popular sover-
eignty was understood and accepted by only a small
minority; and, in the frightful anarchy produced by the
collapse of the monarchy, the new principle had been ap-
plied awkwardly and imperfectly* But an illegitimate gov-
ernment which knows and feels that its right to rule is not
recognized by the majority and that the latter is in a state
of latent or open revolt against which it has no defense
but force, is a government continually in fear of its own
power. The Convention would have been afraid even if